thoughts**17 Herbert Spencer in his /lr<A>/w\<;r<i/>//}' assorted
simply that it would 4be out of taste to address tin* public as
though it consisted oi" personal friends1.18 While Anthony
Trollope, in his autobiographical account of his lite ami work
published in 1883, cautioned: *Tlut t or any man should tell
everything of himself 1 hold to be impossible. Who could
endure to own the doing of a mean thins;?*l<; As lor intimate
relationships: *My marriage was like the marriage of other
people and of no special interest to any one except my wife
and me.'20 Any intrusion into private' space was considered
indiscreet and, ideally, the private should conform to the public
expectation, to the virtuous and heroic and productive. In the
Victorian period, autobiography, developed to a pitch of
inwardness by Rousseau, became the medium for masked
truths and guarded reflections. Indeed, autobiography was in
danger of becoming more external memoir than the exposed
exploration and recreation of the elusive self.

Edmund Gosse's leather and Son, like its counterparts, Mill's
Autobiography (1873) and Mark Rutherford's AnfohwgMphy
(i88i)> is not written directly in the tradition of Rousseau or
the earlier style of St Augustine. It belongs to its own age and
country. Like a well-trained Englishman, Closse has only to
assert himself and he apologi/es. If he proclaims, then he quali-
fies the proclamation out of existence. If he uncharacteristically
expresses a powerful feeling he seeks immediately the tirst
escape route he can find: all very linglish and, in particular,
the inveterate disposition of the Victorian mind.

In her short study of Bdrnund Gosse, Virginia Woolf wrote
perceptively:

Fear always seems to dog his footsteps, I ?e dips his fingers with
astonishing agility and speed into character, but if he finds something
hot or gets hold of something large, he drops it and withdraws with
the agility of a scalded cat ... We know all that can be known by
someone who is always a little afraid of being found out.

But if Gosse's masterpiece and his portraits suffer from his inner
regard for caution, much of the fault must be laid upon his ago.2*

20